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Davis: Florida Historical Material in Niles’ Register

FLORIDA HISTORICAL MATERIAL
IN NILES’REGISTER
Selected and annotated by
T. F REDERICK D AVIS *

A View of East Florida in 1817

Any descriptive writing of general character by
an intelligent observer a century or more ago is
almost certain to contain valuable information for
the historian; and this is especially true for Florida. The following account presents a view of East
Florida in 1817, four years before the United States
officially occupied it through cession by Spain.
(Niles' Weekly Register, November 15, 1817:)

From the National Intelligencer.
It has fallen within our power to satisfy some of
the queries proposed a few days ago by a correspondent in our columns. The subjoined article,
on East Florida, is from a source entitled to the
highest credit, and as the reader will perceive, from
its unadorned matter-of-fact character, was made
without any view to publication, Having derived
considerable instruction from a perusal of it ourselves, we obtained permission, from the friend to
whom it was addressed, to make use of it for the
information of the public.
The particulars of the state of East Florida, thus
obtained, are the most acceptable at this moment,
when a rumor is abroad, and stated with confidence,
almost, amounting to certainty, that our government
has obtained, or has an assurance of obtaining, by
negotiation, a cession of that country from Spain.
However reasonable and probable it appears, that
Spain should be willing to divest herself of a territory which is not only of no advantage, but an
*Author of “Digest of Florida Material in Niles’Register, 18111849, ” MS
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incumbrance to her; and however willing our government might be to obtain on reasonable terms this
country, continually infested as it is by wandering
tribes of runaways and outlaws, who hold the
neighboring country in terror of their ruffian violence; and however certain it is that this country
must, at no distant day, enure to the United States
-we are pretty confident the rumor we have alluded
to is premature; and, far from any treaty or compact having been concluded for the cession of that
country by Spain to the United States, we are under
the impression that no official communications have
passed between the two governments on the subject.
Memoranda on the geography, population &c. of East Florida

With two exceptions, viz. Suarez and Fernandez,
who have American wives and families, speaking
English entirely, all the other inhabitants of East
Florida, who live in that portion of the country
situated between the waters of the river[sl St.
Mary’s and St. John’s, within forty miles of the sea,
are Americans, with a small mixture of British, or
French, or German ; but all domiciliated citizens of
the United States. Beyond that extent the country
is either vacant, or occupied by hunting parties of
Indians, without settlements on the Atlantic side;
chiefly Alachauays under Bowlegs, who now reside
near the mouth of the Sawanee alias [Little] San
Juan, on the bay of Apalache ; and, together with
runaway and plundered negroes, extend along the
sea shore and islands down southerly as far as
Tampa bay.
After passing the aforesaid settlement on the
waters of St. Johns, few inhabitants are found
excepting those immediately round Augustine,
which they consider as their residence. They are
poor people, chiefly Minorcians or originals from
156
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the Balearic Isles, and supply Augustine market
with vegetables. Passing on [to] the southward of
Augustine, you find several inhabitants and some
negroes about Matanzas, but only one cotton plantation ; this is 20 miles south.
At Mosquito [New Smyrna], which is 60 miles
south, you find four or five cotton plantations, and
a good many negroes. Two or three more settlements, of little consequence, are about cape Florida.
All these southern settlements are chiefly from Providence, Bahamas; but, being exposed to various
depredations and uncertainties, they, as well as all
the inhabitants of Augustine, two thirds of whom,
as well as Fernandez, have English for their mother
tongue, eagerly desiring, and would make any sacri1
fice to obtain, security and a protective government.
The number of white families dwelling between
the waters of St. Mary’s and St. John’s, may be
somewhere about one hundred and fifty, [the region]
mustering somewhere about three hundred and sixty
militia, divided into three districts, each of which
has a captain and lieutenant, &c. elected by the
people of their respective districts, together with
a judge or justice of the peace, who tries all causes
by an arbitration or jury of twelve men. They have
the power of punishing in minor cases; but, when
they convict capitally, the prisoner, together with
the proceedings, are remitted to St. Augustine, for
approbation and execution. No military commander
or other servant of the government, has power to
arrest any inhabitant beyond the lines of his garrison, who must be prosecuted and tried by the
authorities of his own district. The inhabitants are
1.

Realizing that it was only a question of time until the United
States should acquire the Floridas “either by purchase or by
conquest” the government of Spain in East Florida by 1817
had become largely impotent and capable of furnishing little
or no protection to outlying communities of the province.
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not bound to do any military duty, to muster, nor
to pay taxes; nor observe any such regulations
except as they
make for their own defence and self
2
preservation.
The white population of Augustine is not included
in the above, and may consist of one thousand ; of
whom one hundred and fifty may be able to bear
arms. Add to this one hundred and fifty white
regular troops, and two hundred and fifty black or
colored regulars, besides fifty free colored militia.
The inhabitants of Fernandina, I mean free white
people, may be about two hundred and fifty, of
whom fifty may be able to bear arms.
The white militia of Amelia, who do not muster
in any of, the above districts, may be about fifteen
men. The negro population of the whole island of
Amelia I take to be about 500; that of the three
regular districts, including the waters of St. John,
500 ; all others out [side] of Augustine, 500 ; whole
colored country population, exclusive of Indians,
runaways &c. 1500. Colored women and children,
or slaves, in Augustine not included in the above
estimate, may be about 500.
All the inhabitants, even the spaniards [except
officials and military officers ?], are tired of living
2.

This was a unique chapter in the history of Spanish Florida.
The Patriot war of 1812-13 left East Florida outside of St.
Augustine in a demoralized and deplorable state, without
organized protection against the banditti that roamed the
country. In the summer of 1816, George I. F. Clarke, Henry
Yonge and Zephaniah Kingsley, influential residents of the
province, undertook to work out a plan for the rehabilitation
of the region between St. Marys and St. Johns rivers, which
had formerly been the most populous section of East Florida.
Three districts, called Upper and Lower St. Marys and Nassau, were organized, the whole being known as the Northern
Division of East Florida; Amelia Island was not included.
The Spanish governor, Coppinger, approved the plan with
alacrity, being perfectly willing, it is said, to wash his hands
of the turbulent element in those parts. The Northern Division was in fact a Florida Republic functioning with the
consent of Spain.
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without a government, and of all others would prefer that of the United States, as past circumstances
plainly prove ; among which may be noticed the
simultaneous effort of all the people in 1812 to annex the country to the United States, and also the
active part they took to drive back the English in
1814, at St. Mary’s, where they had one man killed
and one wounded, and beat back seventeen boats
filled with British troops. Under these circumstances, they think themselves (as far as is consistent with policy) entitled to the protection of
the United States, so far as to keep them from
being plundered or imposed upon by any foreign
banditti who may take advantage of their present
helpless condition, until they can gather strength
by increasing their population, which they are now
endeavoring to accomplish by inviting emigrations
from the United States. To accomplish this the
smallest indirect hint given to the commandant of
the vessels or troops of the United States at St.
Mary’s would suffice, by shewing any symptom of
favor to their endeavors for self preservation.
It now remains to shew what intrinsic value belongs to this territory, bordered on all sides by the
Atlantic [sic.], or intersected by navigable waters,
connected with those of the United States. First,
the timber, which far exceeds in quality any that
grows northerly, consists of forests of live oak,
cedar, cypress and pine, all of inexhaustible extent.
Secondly, may be mentioned the fertile lands, which
from the climate derive qualities not elsewhere to
be found: amongst which are, a large tract near
Augustine and St. John’s, called 12 Mile Swamp,
containing 14,000 acres; another extending to Mosquito [New Smyrnal, 60 miles long ; another between Bowleg’s and Tampa, 60 miles long, supposed to contain some hundred thousand acres. The
159
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whole interior above Alatchawa, for several days
ride, is excellent live oak and hickory land. The
interior of the country is unexplored by white people, but said to be fertile and healthy, full of pleasant
[wild] orange groves, and plentifully stocked with
wild cattle.
It has been observed that the inhabitants pay no
taxes: by this is meant direct taxes. All foreign
goods arriving at Amelia or Augustine pay duties
(agricultural machines or implements of husbandry
excepted.) But, as there is no custom house or
Spanish post on the Main[land], which has free
communication with the United States, by means of
the waters and channels of St. Mary’s river, these
inhabitants consequently go free of duties, as the
Spaniards are unable to enforce their collection.
Indeed, the present liberty and independent state
of the inhabitants arises rather from a want of
power in the Spanish government than from any
royal order or concession made to those inhabitants.
But, from motives of convenience, as well as interest,
the people and the Spanish authorities maintain the
most friendly understanding, as all titles of property, fee simples, and grants of land, in which the
government has been very liberal to the people, are
derived from that source. Indeed, the government
has manifested an uniform disposition to cultivate
a good understanding with the people, by granting
them every kind of indulgence. It is supposed by
the inhabitants, that great encouragement will now
be given by the governor to new settlers ; as it plainly appears that the invasion of MacGregor [in this
year - 1817] took place in consequence of the paucity
of inhabitants, who, therefore, rather than run the
risk of defending themselves, remained neuter.
The town of Fernandina is situated on a peninsula
or neck of land, the narrowest part of which may
160
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be about two hundred and fifty yards, defended by
a strong picket and two block houses, which enclose
the whole town. On the side next the harbor, is a
fort [San Carlos] well picketed, mounting 8 guns,
which commands the anchorage, and reach as far as
the middle line of the waters or boundary of the
United States.
As the inhabitants are afraid to indulge too sanguine expectations of coming immediately under the
government of the United States, they consider it
the wisest plan to increase the number of inhabitants
by all possible means, so as to protect themselves
by their own force, and confirm their independence ;
which, by lowering the value of the province as a
Spanish colony, would induce that nation to part
with it on easier terms. But, as the government
of the United States is the ultimate object of the
people, they hope that their past conduct has so far
merited the good opinion of the United States as
to induce that government to go as far towards
protecting them in their liberties and properties,
as policy and the nature of the circumstances will
allow.
Before I drop the subject of East Florida, it would
be well to mention the Indians, who, taking advantage of the absence of the inhabitants then employed in besieging St. Augustine [in the Patriot
war of 1812], came in from the westward and killed
and plundered all they met with, taking off the
negroes to a large amount, for which outrage they
have never made the smallest satisfaction, but persist in retaining all they took, and granting protection to all runaway slaves from the United States
or Florida, whose frontier inhabitants are daily falling a sacrifice to their resentment, which seems indiscriminately directed against all the white inhabitants, with whom they never visit nor have friendly
161

Published by STARS, 1940

7

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 19 [1940], No. 2, Art. 8

intercourse. Their head quarters at present is
about the mouth of the Sawanee river, called San
Juan de Amajura [Guacara] in the old charts, into
which river vessels are admitted from New-Providence, who supply them with arms and ammunition
in exchange for skins, &c. A certain Woodbine has
been with them, and was lately ; he is a British
officer, and acquired their confidence during the
war, by commanding at the British fort of Apalachicola under colonel Nichols.
Previous to the blowing up of this fort a great
many runaway negroes, who composed part of its
garrison, doubtful of the event of the siege, deserted
from it, and after its destruction went to the south
east along the shore of Sawanee; where they joined
the banditti under Bowlegs, and now compose part
of those negroes who, together with the barbarous
Seminolians, have been robbing and murdering the
frontier inhabitants both of Georgia and Florida
indiscriminately, and are still continuing it. These
are the main enemies the people of Florida have to
fear, and against them they desire assistance. This
is the grand cause which impedes their growth and
hinders them from becoming independent. The
Indians are incorrigible in their cruelties. They
are naturally enemies to a civilized state of society,
as it destroys their independence. They resemble
wolves, who would rather be exterminated than
domesticated.
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